
CASE STUDY

UMD empowers residence hall employees with 
ESL training, quickly improving communication 
and collaboration

THE ORGANIZATION
The University of Maryland (UMD), College Park is the state’s flagship university and a 
leader in research, entrepreneurship, education and innovation. Committed to diversity 
and inclusion, UMD is home to more than 41,000 students, 14,000 faculty and staff, and 
an impressive 377,000 alumni and counting. UMD’s Department of Residential Facilities 
employs 250 dedicated residence hall workers, approximately 70 of whom have varying 
levels of English proficiency. UMD strives to empower its residence hall employees 
with the language training needed to improve proficiency levels, better communicate 
with students and staff, and have paths for career advancement. With this in mind, the 
department sought a new language training provider that would address the needs 
of this cohort of English Language Learners (ELLs) and of the needs of the department. 
Diane Cabrales, Training Manager of Residential Facilities, helped UMD establish clear 
priorities. The criteria for finding the right provider included finding and implementing a 
language training program that would be accessible, engaging, and flexible. Equally  
important was finding a program that would minimize the effect on employee  
productivity as learners continued building their language skills. Diane administers  
the program.

THE CHALLENGE
Because some residence hall workers had limited English proficiency, supervisors 
were unsure if these incumbent workers understood official documents and training, 
including safety risks, required procedures, and benefits information. Managers also 
lacked knowledge of the proficiency levels of each staff member. As part of its ongoing 
mission to advance UMD employees who are English language learners, the university 
offers face-to-face classes campus-wide. However, face-to-face classes alone did not 
meet the needs of the residence hall employees. One major hurdle was that classes 
were held twice a week, across campus, and required staff to be away from their work 
for two or more hours at a time. On top of this, employees in the program needed to 
be transported by supervisors, further decreasing team productivity. This limited the 
number of employees that could participate. Furthermore, even if employees attended 
in-person classes consistently, supervisors still had no insight into the effectiveness of 
these classes. A sentiment among supervisors was that residence hall employees  
participated in the program for a long time but showed no tangible advancement in 
their English language skills. The department was searching for a new way to help  
residence hall employees with their English skills that would be more flexible and  
effective, and available to more employees to use instead of UMD’s face-to-face  
language training program.
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“EnGen allows us to offer 

help in improving English 

skills to many staff (40).  

Our department offers 30 minutes 

of work time a day, 3 days a week 

to practice English on EnGen, and  

that time is spent actively  

learning. Best of all, staff can 

invest as much of their own time 

learning English as they want,  

and they can progress at their  

own pace.”

- Diane Cabrales, Training Manager,  

Residential Facilities, UMD, College Park
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AN INNOVATIVE SOLUTION
The solution came in October 2019 when UMD launched a new EnGen program. The  
EnGen pilot program was tasked with three important goals: offering visibility into 
employee engagement, improving staff proficiency levels, and facilitating better 
communication with students and staff. One immediate step was to assign employees 
30-minute time slots to study three days a week, instead of the two- to three-hour 
blocks of time required with the face-to-face program. EnGen’s lessons are offered in 
short, discrete chunks, making them an excellent candidate for microlearning, which is 
bite-sized training that delivers information in a flexible, easy-to-digest format.  
Learners are able to practice lessons on mobile devices at their own convenience,  
eliminating the need to travel across campus. With the administrative portal, Diane is 
now able to observe platform usage and motivate employees to take advantage of the  
30-minute sessions assigned during their work days. Today, Diane, through the EnGen 
program, can see how engaged employees are with learning English and how much they 
have improved, information she didn’t have access to previously. Also the department is no 
longer weighed down by the logistical challenges of traveling across campus for classes.

THE RESULTS
From October 2019 to January 2020, resident hall learners in the EnGen program 
surpassed recommended study times with very high levels of engagement. EnGen’s 
suggested study recommendations for language learners in this training program were 
two and a half hours a month. The first three months of this pilot program took place 
over the holiday season, when engagement rates in training programs often plummet. 
Despite this, in November learners used EnGen an average of six hours per month while 
December averages were over four hours per month. Given these high levels of engagement 
with the platform, it is not surprising that learners are showing early indicators of  
proficiency improvement. At the start of every EnGen program, learners take the  
proficiency assessment, a standardized evaluation of each learner’s English proficiency 
level. After only three months, 27% of learners improved an entire proficiency level, with 
the majority of learners improving their proficiency scores within their starting levels. 
More importantly though, supervisors observed improved English communication skills 
and confidence among the residence hall staff.

With the visibility EnGen’s administrative portal provides, Diane is able to demonstrate 
the effectiveness of the EnGen program compared to the in-person-only classes. 
Improved visibility and measurable proficiency improvements all lend a hand in proving 
a return on investment (ROI) to UMD’s stakeholders, a beneficial result that makes the 
case for expanding EnGen to language learners in other relevant departments across 
the university.

KEY OUTCOMES

60%
OF EMPLOYEES STUDIED  

MORE THAN THE 
RECOMMEDNED HOURS

94%
AVERAGE GRADE ON 

ACHIEVEMENT TEST SCORES 
OF LEARNERS WHO 
IMPROVED A LEVEL

90%
OF EMPLOYEES WERE  

READY TO TAKE A SECOND 
PROFICIENCY ASSESSMENT 

AFTER ONLY THREE MONTHS

*Percentage of students from the first 12-week
 cohort from May 2019 to July 2019
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